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but you knew that.  
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The tattoo I haven’t gotten  
 
We have a thing for trees. Or I do now, but before it was 
Mom who squeezed an arm through cracked car 
window to get closer to the weaving branches. She’d tell 
Bill to stop just a minute, I swear while she settled the 
camera frame, just enough space below to imagine the 
roots beneath, just enough blue above to paint the 
nothing that watched. If I could bottle a tree the way 
old men do army ships, I would turn that tree to ink 
and recreate it on my shoulder blade. Black lines thin 
and bold, braided to mimic the wood bending slightly 
in the wind. It would be bark turned to skin and it 
would never die.  
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The time Mom cut her hair 
 
She half-floated, half-strutted 
into the kitchen, toward stepdad  
stirring steaming chili. She hadn’t yet 
dropped grocery bags when he called out— 
 
Kids! Look how pretty your mom is— 
and the word was wrong. 
Her angles drew out sharper 
with no curl around the temple. 
 
I protested, first a whimper, 
then a low cry bubbling 
like the spiced pot on the stove 
until the shrill burst pulled  
 
her shorn head down to my level: 
she met my gaze, smoothed 
the frizzed twists framing my face, 
and whispered in broken bursts 
 
Sh Sh Sh Sh, a muted chorus 
joined by rustle of grocer’s plastic.  
She brought my sweaty hand behind  
her ear, and I resisted, then gripped: 
 
not a buzz, but a red lawn,  
soft on her scalp. Strands short  
but smooth, and at the roots,  
the same shining grey. 
 
Same woman, holding me to quiet. 
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Hands in November 
 
Powdered hide, stretched  
until it cracks. So white  
they tinge blue, match  
the empty sky over the creek 
 
where sister and brother play. 
I dare you, the girl sneers, 
wide eyes dipping toward  
shallow water at their boots. 
 
I don’t know, the boy replies, 
soft as the trickle that hesitates,  
curves around jagged stone.  
Then two sets of hands dunk 
 
into frigid water. Their eyes  
hold the bet, until sister gives up,  
lifts, shocked and stiff, from stream. 
They both drip and shake, raw 
 
and dead-dry under the droplets. 
Pair walks slow back, knowing  
inside will set blushing skin on fire 





I’m going to lick the bench 
outside PlayMakers Theater 
because it is cold  
and will taste like a penny 
because the black dirt dusted 
over peeling paint will feel  
like our first backyard 





Sometimes I forget about him. 
I’ve been years deep in friendships 
before mentioning Joseph, 
 
name borrowed from our grandfather 
and repurposed, spread thinner  
on a boy’s awkward frame. 
 
He was born first, well-blended  
into the outdated wallpaper;  
they’d have lost him in that two-story house,  
 
if I wasn’t loud enough for us both, 
filling the empty hallways with chatter, song.  
When he had to speak in front of a class,  
 
I’d make him tell me first, and repeat,  
until words broke through the stutters— 
vocal hiccups that’d return when he stood 
 
in front of strangers—at least  
the pair of us would know the sound of it  
in his voice, uninterrupted. Those days 
 
at lunch, I’d watch for him  
in the lopsided circles of students 
cross-legged on the tile floor, sprawled 
 
with turkey sandwiches on their knees, 
hoping I’d see him with just one other.  
But each time, he faced no one. Sat 
 
between closed circles, eyes trailing  
the drip of pizza grease from his hands. 
Sometimes, he’d look up and with a quiet 
 
Hi Alex, a checkered smile,  
he’d forgive me for never offering a seat. 
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If Mom does the cooking 
 
We’ll dine every day 
on rice and beans. 
No meat, no oils, 
just unbuttered rice 
and black beans 
from a can. She’ll say  
it’s her favorite. 
 
If it goes on long 
enough, she’ll forget 
the taste of sugar. 
Maybe I’ll forget 
my stomach, 
what it looks like  





Sky drips down. Flash to  
field of petal framed faces:  





They drift in a sea-green station wagon,  
carrying the beach with them.  
Saltwater lingers in noses 
 
like sand on feet, the insides of knees. 
Sister melts into the backseat, eyelids bobbing  
like the buoy, too far out to swim. 
 
Beside her, brother tips his hand  
through the open gap in the window, 
long fingers flicking crystals from under nails. 
 
Mother flips through maps, traces roads, 
places they might be. It is stillness in motion until 
stepdad gets hot, nudges the A.C. on, 
 
and shuts the rear windows. A scream 
cracks the afternoon. They all turn to brother, 
purple finger wedged in the window. Let him out! 
 
Mother shrieks, gapes at the knuckle, 
changing colors. His groan hums  
as window lowers again, then he is sobbing,  
 
clutching his hand. Sister presses flat 
against opposite door, while stepdad ignores 
the noise, drives on another mile before  
 
pulling over to gravel roadside, where mother runs  
to comfort brother bubbling with snot. 
The remaining two sit silent, front and back, 
 




























Beside the unpaved carport,  
Nana leads us, buckets hanging 
on bony wrists, to the bowing 
tree, heavy with fruit. 
We collect the fat figs  
 
to relieve the tree, sticky our hands. 
Back inside, steered by Nana, 
long nails pressing shoulders, 
we sort green from ripe  
on the checkered tablecloth. 
 
Nana watches as we pick through; 
every few minutes she squints, 
lifts one, plump and purple, sets it down, 
sighs. Glasses don’t help anymore. 
Papa Joe saunters in—door swinging wide— 
 
and splits a fruit with calloused thumbs. 
She smiles. Remember that night at the fair, 
you bought me a caramel apple, didn’t make  
me share? He scoffs, gentle. You remember  




Alarm rings for lunchtime, so Papa Joe   
drives the golf cart a quarter mile 
to the cafeteria. He takes Nana’s hand, 
and doesn’t let go. If he leaves for a moment 
she stops moving altogether, won’t continue  
 
until he’s back in her limited sight 
or better, her reach, 
cold hand on spotted arm. 
She says nothing, silence better  
than the wrong name,               (continued on next page) 
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forgetting, again, 
that she has a granddaughter. 
Our family now at white draped table, 
I almost see that old kitchen, 
wooden and warm, figs strewn      
 
edge to edge. There’s Nana, hair 
cropped and white. Funny.  
There but faded. No grip on my shoulder. 
Figs sit unsorted, nobody home 







Mom took the postal exam to prove  
she was smarter than her ex-husband.  
Two points from a perfect score;  
thirty years of union labor. Ever steady,  
always bored, she moved stations  
rather than careers, Matthews, then Carmel,  
Pineville, Ballantyne, and every day waited  
for retirement. She woke at two a.m.  
and beat the sun to work, sorted, lifted, sold— 
done by early afternoon. She met  
most of Mecklenburg over that counter; 
brushed fingers over forever stamps. 
 
Six months since her second divorce, 
she answers my too-bold question: 
the closest she swayed to an affair 
was a near-miss flirtation with a customer. 
I bet they glowed in the fluorescent lights, 
sighing names of places on postcards, 
conversation lingering beyond the postscript. 
I bet his hands were softer, as he slipped quarters 
into her open palms, than the ones she knew,  
than her own. But he walked freely, glass doors  
chiming closed, and she waited, dutiful, 
to clock out. She took what was given, 





This is not a love poem, 
but yesterday on the bus 
we talked about birds from Longview to Newman, 
 
listing them until we fell into arguing  
the difference between crow  
and raven, apart, of course, from the fact  
that crows don’t matter to writers, 
 
and she made me apologize for being pretentious, 
again, and we laughed (I snorted, she wheezed) 
as the man next to us looked around 
for anywhere else to be, so she told him to go on then, 
 
and as she threw her arm over my shoulder, 
I said sorry, but really what I meant 







Mom told me they were ugly  
when I turned thirteen,  
when my toes lost their baby fat 
like the rest of my shrinking body. 
I plumped again a few years later,  
only my feet left emaciated— 
 
veins bulging from the roofs, 
bones just under cracking skin, 
knobs and crooks and arches  




Her shoes were half a size smaller 
but my toes could cram. 
I stole her boots with the laces, 
the ones that looked European somehow: 
brown leather and shiny toe, 
heel broad enough we did not topple. 
I took them with me to college 
and she sent me a picture of her closet 
floor lined with pairs neatly arranged 
[We miss our friend ] 
and I laughed, did not return them. 
 
Revenge, when I left  
my favorite Chuck Taylors,  
and she said she’d bring them  
when she visited,  
each time arrived shoeless.  
I nearly forgot them again  
until I came home that Thanksgiving 
to see they’d begun a new life 
as gardening shoes, caked with mud, 
laces nearly black. Dirt-gilded  





Sore from nine hours on a mailroom floor, 
she ached, peeled socks from sweat, 
and wiggled lint-creased toes 
as she dug her heels into my lap. 
She wagged the bottle of lotion:  
They’re so thirsty.  I sighed, 
did the job, then passed the lotion. 
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Just a crush 
 
  There    by the sneeze-guard           sifting through romaine 
I never thought him a salad guy          but the hair is right 
I grip a friend’s arm     flare my eyes              at his back 
stooped         so cotton T-shirt             ridges at his spine 
she follows my gaze           nods                 it’s him 
he dabs ranch  whoa there         a downpour of ranch 
and my armpits   prickle         dampen          as she asks 
if I’ll say hi no     No           he turns too quick 
veers toward us    my eyes jolt      wanting      no         afraid 
to meet his              as he squeezes               left of us 
past redheaded girl              though I swear        he flickered 
over me       never caught    I guess    so we sit 
and I wait   for my pulse                       to calm 
it doesn’t     he’s here somewhere           chewing lettuce 
not sweating    the T-shirt on my back         or if he saw me 
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Mom’s new place, February 
 
So you finally got an oven, I tease,  
watch her smile stretch crooked into 
 
cheeks rising to eclipse green eyes. 
Plump, our cheeks. They’re the only fat 
 
she has, since she lost the weight  
of the ring on her left hand, the need 
 
to eat for others. No nuked Christmas  
dinner next year. I can still see her  
 
stirring Easy Mac powder to orange goo, 
just like Nana’s homemade bake, we snickered 
 
then slid Hawaiian rolls into microwave balanced  
on bookshelf serving as kitchen table,  
 
until Mom could lay the white marble countertop 
she chose from a magazine, pages flagged 
 
for tile patterns, her favorite granites. Now, 
the place is glossy. Oven still clean. Fridge  
 
empty, except the yogurt he used to hate. 





Annie’s sister makes them 
and all the family has one, 
 
tiny braids and bands woven 
the same, but different shades, 
 
so I waited until she offered. 
What colors do you want? 
 
Pink, white, grey, maroon— 
soft threads tightly crossed 
 
over, up, between, and pulled 
to make strands thicken 
 
and tie tight, permanent 
unless clipped with scissors. 
 
It carries water after a shower, 
cold and wet on bare skin for hours,  
 
and sometimes peeks bright  
over black business pumps, 
 
or catches against the hairs  
of the boy in my bed,  
 
but it’ll stay until it decays 
because it feels like summer camp, 
 
the chorus of laughter  
after lights out, the closest  
 





Just one, orange red button 
with baby polka dots 
and so small. Another loops  
around to join, dizzy circles,  
and, oh, another. I cringe,  
the whole wall is spotted  
with the ladybugs, ladybugs  
crawling without reason. 
The one closest clicks  
translucent wings out  
from under shiny shell,  
threatens flight but stays. 
They crawl on backs, stack 
each other, together make 
a blanket of crunch, a swarm. 
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Mom’s new place, June 
 
She says she hasn’t noticed the air 
twitching colder every day into summer, 
 
like she isn’t flicking it lower, then hiding 
under fleece mountains, shivering  
 
for who? Changes the subject to the new yoga class  
she joined and how she’s the instructor’s favorite,  
 
even though Mark’s the class’s only man 
and (no surprise) there’s his name again. 
 
I want to match her smile but also want  
to measure the width of it, to find  
 
it’s narrower than it used to be. 
She laughs too loud now, an unnatural key. 
 
Because last night in the shower,  
I almost sliced a finger on his razor,  
 
blade up beside her soap, no  
room now for my shampoo. 
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Not everything is a sign 
 
Not that he hated my favorite movie,  
convinced her it was boring, plotless. 
Not when he snapped at her  
for drooling over men on TV. 
Not the air conditioning, inhumane chill. 
Not when he pouted that she spent  
more time with her kids than with him. 
Not the curl of his lip when he smiled. 
Not when he invited himself to meet 
her parents on Mother’s Day.  
Not the edge to his sweet voice. 









































































The morning after 
 
I missed the call eleven times. The twelfth woke me  
in room lulled by late morning sunlight. Sami’s name 
was on the screen, strange because we hadn’t talked  
on the phone for months, busy with summer classes, 
 
and now I’d missed her call. I wiped crust from my eyes, 
stretched toes under jersey-knit sheets, borrowed from Mom 
for my first real apartment, and then returned the call.  
My old friend answered right away and sounded strange,  
 




It’s so hard not to add details I learned later— 
 
like I was at Caffe Driade when it happened, the night before, 
there on a third date with a boy, and we flirted, 
and he didn’t touch me, and what was the minute 
when Mom’s front door swang into the wall, when the rifle lurched; 
 
was I laughing about learning German, pouring red tea?— 
 
       * 
 
Sami answered, the little she knew, and listened for me to say  
anything. To breathe aloud. My silence made her repeat,  
strain voice to break through the numb. We hung up, and I sat. 
Crossed my legs, pulled the hairs peeking through white skin,   
 




The remembering  
 
Like a hunting knife, its sharp edge doesn’t fit  
in my grief. He stuck blade into night 
deeper than he pressed it to his own skin after, 
carved a name I can’t censor. Mark. 
The man with the gun, the man at the door, 
the man in her kitchen, the man shelling bullets, 
the man who didn’t die, the man in the cell, 
the man at the witness stand, the man, the man, 




Filling in the details 
 
My feet stretch past twin bed’s end, body closer to shaggy carpet 
than I remembered from sixth grade sleepovers here, long past. 
I can hear Sami breathing in the bed just above me. Slow intake,  
dragging exhale. Trying not to change the air. I try to sync up. 
 
We don’t have to talk about it. Her voice barely cracks the silence. 
I bet her eyes are open too, drying out from the ceiling fan’s whir. I blink  
and there’s a different house, the one I don’t want to see again. It burns 
in the dark of my pupils, the dark in my head. We don’t have to talk about it. 
 
Do you remember the day we played dolls? We were way too old. 
Must have been seventh grade. We reminded ourselves how to pretend: 
I made my Ken doll propose at her wedding reception. That was nearly the end 
of our friendship. She laughs—bright, hiccupy— and my shoulders leave my ears. 
 
We can talk about it. I want to tell you. And so I remember what I didn’t see: 
the white door, locked at 8 pm. The knock my brother hurried to answer,  
so it wouldn’t wake Mom. The man standing outside. Joseph didn’t see the rifle 
at first. When he did, there was a foot in the door. I am breathing. I am breathing.  
 
I miss the sound of Sami breathing. I watch the fan’s pull cord bounce 
under revolving blades, feel the pulse each turn. I want to be here  
and only here. I will tell the whole story. Her hand drops beside my head,  


























(a found poem, composed of exact quotes from Facebook posts on Mom’s wall) 
“Pineville police say man killed woman before injuring himself”-WSOC TV 
 
See it everyday on the news but don't think much 
until it's someone you know. We, her Postal family, are hurting.  
Our Lead Clerk at the Ballantyne Post Office Annex. 
Oh my gosh. I think she was in my class for a few years!? Sad! 
 
Do you realize, Lori graduated from high school 36 years ago.  
I wasn't close to Lori like all you guys but I do remember her 
and this just sucks! Murder/Suicide is NEVER the answer. 
That is hard to see. I loved Laurie. gone way too soon 
 
Here are a few photos of my beautiful friend, Lori. Ironically,  
the man behind the camera violently murdered her Monday night.  
This is his mug shot! Sad days! I'm sorry there is no closure,  
but justice will prevail! </3 Miss you still. and your great FB photos. 
 
She was apparently being stalked by a former boyfriend.  
no means no and I'm done means I'm done. I had to take out  
a restraining order on an ex just a few years back due to threats.  
This is exactly why. may her killer suffer every agony imaginable.  
 
The world has gotten so mean.. we need GUN CONTROL. 
Way to go! Make Lori's page political. :(  I am very sorry  
the US crazy infatuation with guns has hit personally  
this way. this happened right down the street from me.  
 
First on the schedule was funeral service for @Lori Potter Simpson. 
Chapel was full and overflowing and, when I returned home tonight,  
the rest of my family was here safe and sound. I'd say I've had a blessed day.  





Nobody says your funeral isn’t yours 
 
Mom had a thing for trees, so when she died I wanted 
to make her into one. Buy an urn that biodegrades, mix 
ash with seeds, and with the right mourning, turn 
death to life. Instead, she got a Methodist ceremony 
with her parents’ pastor. If her body wasn’t the way it 
was, they’d have wanted an open casket. But it was 
pitted, punctured, so they let me burn her. We didn’t 
plant her in the ground, never watched her sprout 
leaves. I have not taken a measuring stick to her green 
head, marking ticks in pencil as she gets older. No, on 
her day, I listened from oak pew as the old man talked 
of a world unbelieved. I rubbed circles into my 
grandfather’s purpling hand. I stiffened, I grew steady, 





After the funeral, Mom’s coworker  
hands me a box, the things left  
in her work locker. It’s heavier  
than I imagined: I prop it on a pew 
 
and open cardboard flaps to see 
the most recent Stephen King,  
worn cover and dog eared  
atop her second favorite jacket.  
Then, the apple. 
 
It’s better to eat small amounts frequently 
than gorge to fill an empty stomach 
so waiting for her always was a snack; 
that last day it would have been this,   
shiny and plump and not yet bruised. 
 
I press it to my mouth, then curl lips, 
teeth almost carving ridge into skin,   
 
before drawing back, leaving it 
for someone else to throw away 
before Honeycrisp turns to rot. 
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And then, cake. 
 
I want to tell the cake lady about you. I’ll walk there 
like we used to, all five blocks from your house, and the bell 
 
will jingle as I enter. Don’t be thrown if I smile at her, 
because I’ll want to, because it smells like chocolate  
 
and you know she is so kind. Maybe I’ll order your favorite, 
the carrot cake if she has it, and I’ll make sure to tip, 
 
you raised me right. It’ll be awkward, saying, Just me today 
but I’ll do it, and before I take my first bite into layers 
 
frosted with that smooth cream cheese, I’ll tell her you’re dead. 
She saw us over this counter enough; she’s earned that, 
 
the gift she never asked for and certainly can’t return.  
I don’t know what comes next, she could get quiet, tearful, 
 
or offer a cupcake on the house. I hope that she hugs me, 





The dog had four legs once. She moved them  
without thinking about the mechanics 
of muscles pulling bone, of fur over skin  
over what works within; she didn’t think much  
 
about anything except the squirrel that taunted  
from outside sliding glass. This is not a story  
of losing the leg, no, this is the after. The shudder  
when she woke and thought to stand but couldn’t.  
 
The propping lopsided body against pillows,  
the prompting with kibble but laying back down.  
The bandage that came off to reveal thread woven  
crudely through skin she couldn’t reach, teeth bared.  
 
Time scabbed the wound. Smoothed it.  
Fur grew back and she stood, learned to hop.  
She was a dog again, a dog with three legs,  
and anyone could see what she was missing.  
 
People who knew her before, people who meet her today, 
they see her hopping along, and even when she looks like  
she could eat the sun whole, come back for seconds, 





Bulky leather jacket, Michael Jackson red, 
held onto since the 80s. Hundreds of albums 
where photos of forgotten neighbors, friends 
mingle with family, dead and alive. 
  
Distaste for cooked celery, slimy and small 
like grubs squirming into stir-fry. Hot switch 
at the word stupid. Twitching toes and drumming 
fingers, the ends to limbs that can’t stay still. 
  
Dozens of Santa hats worn in rotation. 
Gold and silver swirled around a stone, 
dipping between my collar bones: a gift 
from the husband you left. I left him too. 
  
All the things you left me to put away. 




Wearing her clothes 
 
With hermit crabs, you boil the old shell first,  
lose the scent of prior occupant, spirits  
that might scare a new guest. 
 
I crawl in her shell, capacious. 
She doesn’t miss it now  
that she is softer than air.  
 
I breathe deep, don’t wash, 
hope she never fades. 
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Playing at praise 
 
I sway and mouth 
likeness of words to hymns 
I’ve heard times before 
and never managed to swallow 
 
while across the aisle 
a woman closes her eyes 
and His word pours from her, 
filtered water from a faucet. 
 
He has never failed her yet, she swears,  
they all swear, hands raised. 
Her eyes open, grip mine 
to promise, to convince  
 
me of the same. My lips still, 
I stop pretending. She holds  
my watering eyes in her own 
and we stay in this embrace I did not want 
 




The laugh you gave me 
  
Too loose at times, it spills out, my chin 
 
drawing back to gather soft pouches below:  
double, no, triple, and dry guffaw scratches, 
 
almost soundless, then pulses in frantic air, 
 
a wheezing without pain. Never quiet too long, 
pitch bounces in like a rubber ball in a Target aisle:  
 
peaks of bright noise, and sometimes, a snort. 
 
Like when you told me the dog got sick and Bill 
put her down. Your eyes widened as you began 
 
to scold, but the twitch in your cheek gave you away:  
 
we prayed nobody was watching as we slid, quaking, 
to the kitchen floor, each gasping, it’s not funny!  
 
You’d crack up if you saw me now, telling new friends  
 
I’m a verified orphan, with a grin, thumbs up.  
We’d watch the skin twitch around their eyes  
 
























On days I cry about things other than her, 
 
my collarbones quiver with relief. 
A shallow betrayal. A moving on. 
She searches my chest, examining 
the organs not carved out, 
 
then trickles between ribs, up 
the back of my neck, tickling 
my baby hairs, trying to soothe. 
 
I press my own hand, cold, 
to hot forehead, squeeze gently  
on burning cheeks. It feels the same. 
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First loves, Frank Ocean 
 
Long days inhale, belly out 
in summer afternoons. The exhale: 
when words seep through lips, 
whispers though there’s nobody but us, 
it’s so quiet. I always liked that smell, 
sunscreen and salt. Taste. Bumps  
on tongue draw bumps on skin. 
Draw red to cheeks, chest. 
 
Remember when brushed fingertips 
ignited this way? Introductory chords 
buffered, repeated, louder each play. Today 
plays through: bass pulsing, high definition.  





To bite into banana 
and, teeth lined with flavorless starch, 





I haven’t seen the doctor in years, unless  
I count the night that he examined me  
and said through lips just slightly wet, 
I am awfully fond of you, as if that’s how 
real people talk. The night he traced my ribcage  
naming every part I’m made of, the night 
he breathed sternocostal joint into my hair 
to make me shudder, belly laugh. Has he  
his own stethoscope now? One to press 
cold and flat against her chest, whispering  
I know you in and out; prognosis good? 
Tomorrow she might leave quick as I did, 
but he’ll never run out of patients  





The two of us sit under a tin roof 
as clouds plink their seeds overhead  
then fall close on every side,  
the water in our breath but not on our skin.  
I should know better by now than to say 
We’ve found it. The perfect spot to watch the rain.  
He smiles, charming the fields of wet grass,  
the sky still percussive, the sun  
streaming to earth in strings, then he turns  
to me; I squeeze my eyes shut before the lean-in 
so he won’t look so the same.   
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This morning  
 
when she chose  
those jeans  
and tugged, 
did she know 
there’s a tear  
on the left thigh,  
frayed white where 
the fat of her legs 
rubs together? 
I want to smooth 
a finger over that  
pocket of flesh, 
settle her skin back 
between threads 
and let her know 





I used to keep the words  
in my throat. They bubbled  
and burned my soft palate 
but I swallowed, locked my jaw. 
They lived in the hot darkness. 
 
Telling let the sour leak 
from my throat, a crueler bile, 
to fill the spaces of my mouth. 
Once I start, I cannot hold it in 
without sores, abscesses.  
 
And so I whisper to anyone 
who’d like to see me spew  
words into air. Outpour, 
not retching, but steady flow— 
sweeter as it leaves the body. 
 
I grow drunk on the purge. 
Poison flushed, leaving 
me lighter, floating higher  
than before. Strangers stand 
beside me. Each holds a bucket,  
 
filling fast, wondering: where  


























I got my hair cut again 
My boss leans, ever casual, in the doorway 
of the flickering fluorescent lit room  
 
reserved for interns. I hadn’t noticed; 
nod and smile, hope she doesn’t expect  
a response. After a moment she leaves, 
 
room quiet but for keyboards clacking 
and my phone glows, a message from Aunt Caren  
floating over Mom’s face, my home screen: 
 
Hard to believe it’s been twenty years 
since Gary died. Wanted to remind you again 
what a great man he was.  
 
What day is today? Yes. Gary, her brother.  
This text tastes like a favor. I reply, thank you, 
and type it into my iPhone calendar, 
 
thumbs two shaky blurs over miniature keys.  
“Dad died” November 7, all day. 
Repeat every year.  
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Ode to the meaningless 
 
Tip the scales; 
it is night. 
 
His hot wet mouth  
swallows the sun 
 
and I’m in  
his sheets again. 
 
I catch hairs of grass 
between my toes, 
 
and run back  
to longer days 
 
before any of it mattered. 
Loosen the braid  
 
down my back, let him  
mean nothing again.  
 
I practice self-deceit 
to keep from seeping  
 
too low. I haven’t  
stepped forward in weeks, 
 
but at least  





Goop. Slick insides stuck 
between fingers as he scoops 
in, scrapes the sides,  
and pulls out, swiping residue 
on the outside of denim thigh. 
It dries a crust under his nails  
as he traces gentle ridges 
searching for the right spot 
to push blade in—slow 
at first, then pressure builds  
and it sinks full length, 
base flush with tense skin. 
Sawing gains speed  
until, fuck, it slips out,  
thrusts interrupted. 
He eases back in, 
and, nearly done, swaps it  
for a finger once more,  
smoothing wet edges; he 
withdraws with a promise  
to light a candle there soon. 
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While cleaning the three-corner cabinet 
  
My father never had an urn. 
Mom asked the crematorium to let  
his body burn, to dump what’s left 
straight into a cardboard box. 
  
She wanted to release his ashes 
into the lake behind our house; 
it was funny to picture those fish 
swimming around, bits of Dad caught 
  
in their gills. But even after  
she followed him into the fire,  
he remained encased in paper— 
the box gone grey and worn at the corners,  
 




His hands press  
bare hip then thigh. 
 
He scratches dry 
and urgent on skin, 
 
his nails like old chalk. 
Is this pleasure? 
 
His wide mouth opens 
to free pungent heat;  
 
it pours into  
my nose, I nearly gag. 
 
Tight lipped swerve; 
maybe I’ll like this 
 
if I can just avoid  
his breath, focus on 
 
the warm company 
of fingers and palms. 
 
Maybe I’ll forget  
his face altogether. 
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He had a mustache. Coarse shadow  
capped his lip, made teeth glow white  
in contrast. He must have been bare-faced 
at some age, but in every photo I’ve seen 
he is thirty, black hair a thick line on his face, 




The day I was born, he wanted to watch the Super Bowl. 
Patriots versus Packers, Mom screaming for drugs. 




He collected beer cans  
by the hundreds.  
They line my aunt’s garage,  
drunk nights collaged  
by rusted aluminum; hints of hops 
no longer discernable  
after years propped open.  
He used to drink 
all the time, pop-hiss to crack 
a hole in cold lids,  
sip between drags of a joint.  
Mom didn’t keep  




He died in our front yard, chopping wood.  
I used to draw him lying in the grass, axe in hand.  
Once I colored in a cartoon heart bulging  
from his stick figure chest. Our house scribbled  
in the background, frowning faces in curtained  




He was Mom’s soulmate. Faultless, 
universally loved. All the truths his sister, 
mother, wife echoed. It’s easy for the dead 





Elevator doors nudge us out 
onto carpeted hallway. We walk  
side by side, like tiny foosball men-- 
always space kept between. 
 
I shouldn’t drive, I say, 
he repeats. He holds the door, 
his other hand on my back  
lightly guiding me in. 
 
I borrow a shirt. He doesn’t 
feel the need. In his boxers,  
he burrows under sheets 
and is still. His bare arm 
 
crosses the unspoken border 
of the king bed, and it 
would be so easy. I try 
to read his closed eyes,  
 
open shoulders. Our bodies rise 
and sink with each breath. 
Neither sleeping, until both fall,  
down into morning 
 
when I tiptoe out the door, 
heels in hand, as if 
I have anything 



































No Google in the dentist’s chair 
 
Like I am a fish 
but instead of glass, hygienist 
taps my teeth. Tap is too kind,  
she scrapes with a sharp metal stick,  
collects something living. 
I used to think plaque was a bug 
that ate the sugar in your mouth 
because it had a sweet tooth. 
Her gloved hand traces the cracks 
of my grimace, only nicking gums  
three times along the way.  
 
Yes, a fish, 
warmed by the tank light, brilliant 
sun substitute. I wait wordless,  
open-mouthed, watched.  
I am afraid this will never end, 
or it will end now as I bite off 
the finger of this persistent woman. 
Someone told me once 
you can bite a finger in half 
as easily as a carrot. 
Nicked again. 
 
Swish water, then hard suction 
pulls it from my mouth 
along with its swill.  
The sucker goes on 
whistling softly atop my chest 
after it’s done, ready  
to filter more mouth water. 
Do fish have teeth? I don’t 




Weird love poem 
 
The mosquitos were riled so someone lit a candle, 
another offered a cigarette, and she, buzzing as well, 
stuck the paper roll into twitching citronella flame, 
then parted lips at the other end. As she intentionally  
inhaled toxins, then blew out to kill the bugs,  
I admit it, I wanted to breathe her in. 
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Lunar Eclipse  
 
Blood moon fogged over, then glowing amber; 
the sky belongs to someone else tonight. 
Bigger but farther away, kept somewhere I can’t visit; 
if I could touch it, I still wouldn’t know where. 
I won’t reach up, my fingers won’t scrape  
foam clouds to flakes. Lie with me,  
let our shoulder blades sink into dirt 
already dewed over. We’ll watch it change, 
we’ll howl like wolves or brothers. This rock 
is not our own; neither are we. 
 59 
Portrait of a dancer 
 
Tracks in red on soft plastic  
coming from the spot  
she turned and turned— 
 
a lesson in physics and taut muscle— 
 
then leapt   and landed,  
    misaligned 
 
in a rubber squelch, top of foot against floor  
and pale skin peeled,  
then piled up, small hill 
beside filling pool,  almost black. 
     
Follow the trail of shining droplets 
and find her, backstage 
 
listening for the next cue. 
 60 
She forgot her headphones 
 
I dip crescent fingernail 
into white plastic shell. Collect 
golden wax, sniff and stop. Am I looking 
for proof that she’s dirty, to teach my hands not 





Gentle prickle softens  
flesh on the verge of bursting, 
its red saturated deeper 
until browned, too much juice.  
I lift one from its bed  
and the sides give, stain 
my skin with their blood. 
Make me cruel. Sweetness  
spoiled, too late to cut  
around the gory sore. 





My nose twitches when I think of him 
 
Every time I hear synth, I smell 
the front seat of his hatchback, pine freshener 
not quite masking old-car scent, the musty comfort 
of heat turned up. I see us tangled,  
shirts catching the gear shift, squinting afterward 
at the dirty floor, parting hairs of matted carpet  
to fish a diamond stud from under my seat. I feel 
the protest of reddening skin beside my nostril  




[Butler High. October 29, 2018] 
Blood will wash off 
walls and floor. 
This time it’s a hallway. 
Trickier: the holes in plaster, 
chips in tile. Soap, hot water won’t help. 
 They knew each other, 
 these boys, 
We hired a crew to clean  
the crime from Mom’s hall. 
 it’s usually someone you know. 
They’ve seen more than most of us, 
not afraid of a little scrubbing. 
 The school is six miles away 
from the house  
Mom used to live in. 
All blood sticks the same, 
no different when it was hers. 
I was glad I didn’t see the red.  
 Students have classes  
again today— 
 quick recovery. 
The doors bitten through by bullets  
did harm enough. 
 Did teachers block off 
 that stretch of hallway, 
I couldn’t stop asking 
what happened to the Mother’s Day gift  
fill it with flowers and bears? 
usually hanging by the bathroom, 
wall now bare; 
 Did you hear about the boy that died 
 in Matthews Monday? 

























The old couple that runs together on MLK Blvd 
 
It‘s not quite a run,  
him shuffling on stub legs  
beside hers, bread-stick thin 
and bowing out under a frame 
just as brittle and bent. 
 
And they’re not fast, her gait 
oscillating them between curbs 
rather than forward, his arm 
looped around hers  
so as not to lose her  
 
until they stop to gulp air or water, 
then their arms are their own again,  
and he can check her shoelaces, 
tie them, double knotted this time, 
before they set off anew 
 
up the hill. Why do they always run 
uphill? Pumping arms against gravity, 
against years, until they make it, 
one silhouette at the top, 
where I lose them.  
 
The sidewalk runs on 
for miles along car-packed road, 
but I only see them haunting this stretch,  
climbing. Somehow, they’re never  





My hand drifts to graze nails 
over his back, drawing lazy loops, 
my name in cursive, scratching 
in thin lines up and down, using 
 
soft finger pads to soothe.  
Hypnotized by ritual, I trace 
for minutes before thinking  
Mom. The hand that taught  
 
this bedtime trick for a loved one,  
settle skin and mind. She and I 
parallel under Tweety bird covers,  
her chilled fingers brushing light  
 
on the back of my T-shirt  
until I fell asleep and she could escape  
to her own bed. Now in a different room,  
mine is the hand that does not waver, 
 
that moves well after arm tires, 
and I don’t know if it’s normal 
to think of her when I lie with him, 






Her tail flicks and eyes track 
across smeared window pane: 
brown-feathered flitter 
 
she will never touch. In long 
stretching afternoons, she watches  
branches shake at takeoff, wants 
 
to taste what perches, flies, 
to tear into it like her body 






Trunk hollowed out by rot or age, 
it gaped like the start of a dugout canoe, 
emptied of its gut. I begged it to 
stand tall, then heaved concrete 
from a bucket to fill the hole. 
Patched it like a crack in the driveway, 
  
years later learning the weight 
was poison, tree’s flesh so different 
from hard fix. When the rest drooped— 
bark and spirals of oak softening 
and collapsing on itself— I took to it 
with the chainsaw, avoiding that core, 
  
the only rigidity that might stop 






Seventy miles per hour 
in the blue Accord 
that sparkled more 
when it was Mom’s, when  
she washed it regularly. 
I don’t think of her every time  
I turn the key; strands of my hair 
woven into its polyester seats. 
 
My spine jolts as wheels roll 
over reflectors set 
in highway pavement.  
I’m getting closer.  
Glancing right too often 
at the passing exit signs. 
60. I scratch a scab. 
62. Adjust my visor. 
64A. Palms stick to wheel. 
 
This time I’ll do it. 
I’m ready to see 
the roads that lead 
to the little house 
where she rebuilt. 
64B. I lean right 
with the car, body 
tilted as exit loops. 
 
Pass the dive bar  
where we ate fries,  
talked boys. Red light, 
straight ahead will be 
her neighborhood, 
streets named after fruit, 
kids playing in driveways, 
 
(continued on next page)  
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and that day there was 
police tape, sidewalks 
blocked by news vans 
and I don’t know what 
it looks like now, I don’t 
know what is next— 
 
I turn left, park at the mall, 




Not invited but here I come– 
car parked at the end 
of the driveway, way longer 
than it used to be, I swear. 
My hands sweat into Christmas  
wrapping paper, taped carefully. 
I rap at the door and wait. 
he opens it, gruff as ever: 
his eyes meet mine, 
then head down, shoulders quaking— 
it’s him who sobs this time. 
The way he used to during movies 
when father and son shared a look,  
when the music turned sweet. 
You should come in, I guess. 
So I step into the house  
that used to be ours and offer him 
the package in my hand, only 
slightly damp, apologizing because 
I dropped it last week and it made  
an awful noise so I’m sorry, I guess, 
but hopefully it will be in one piece. 
He laughs dryly, face still slick, 
sticks a finger under the seam 
and rips until we both see the mug. 
Yeah, it’s broken. I give him 
an awkward smile, all teeth: 
it clangs and might cut someone 
but maybe it’s a start. 
 
